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ABSTRACT

After the Japanese surrendered in August 1945 most of
Southeast Asia came under the control of the South East Asia
Command (SEAC), commanded by Vice-Admiral the Earl Mountbatten of
Burma. From that time until November 1946 SEAC attempted to perform
its military mission of rescuing allied prisoners of war and returning the
Japanese to Japan. It initially appeared to be a reasonably easy task, even
though it would be new to everyone in SEAC. After the military mission
was complete SEAC was to turn the areas over to the legitimate
governments, pack their bags, and go home as the war was over. Up
until the time that SEAC's troops started arriving at the various countries in
Southeast Asia no one had given any serious thought about who were the
legitimate governments; everyone assumed that the returning colonial
powers would be welcomed with open arms and everything would return
to the way it was before the war.

This study focuses on what happened when SEAC combat soldiers
were forced to act as policemen in the areas of greatest strife: Indochina
and the Netherlands East Indies. The basic issue is: when soldiers are
forced to act as policemen, i.e. controlling mostly unarmed civilians, a
whole host of additional political requirements arise. The failure of the
European governments, especially Britain's, to fully realize this caused the
soldiers of SEAC, from Mountbatten all the down to the lowest private, to
make decisions that had serious poiitical implications. It also calls for a
seriou: change in a soldier’s orientation; he is not just killing the enemy

any more.




-

In order to clearly understand this situation it is also ne-essary tc
understand the sort of handicaps under which SEAC was working. The
vacillatirg position of the United States, the critical shortage of ¢higping,
the complete lack of knowledge, both geographically and politically, o
most of the area, and some puor political decisions by the British

government greatly constrained SEAC's activities.
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INTRODUCTION
"The war is over for the Allies, but not for us."1
In this thesis | will examine the role of the military in
Southeast Asia immediately after World War |l; from August
1945 until November 1946. The South East Asia Command,
SEAC, commanded by Vice-Admiral the Earl Mountbatten of
Burma, was in charge of virtually all of South East Asia until
relieved by civilian governments. Although officially SEAC was a
combined allied command, in reality it was almost entirely British
and Indian. lts headquarters was at Kandy, Ceylon at the end of
the war, which meant that they had to quickly move it tc
Singapore in order to facilitate communications. At the time of
the Japanese surrender SEAC had just defeated the Japanese in
Burma and were planning the attack on Malaya. Very little work
had been done on what SEAC would do when the war ended;
they were planning for a long campaign to defeat the Japanese
step by step. With the sudden Japanese capitulation SEAC was
forced to face a great many problems, particularly political ones,
which they had not anticipated. How they handled themselves
and what went wrong provide clear lessons for similar problems

in the future.

1 From some staff officer in SEAC.




When Japan surrendered at the end of World War 1l the
world became a very different place, especially in Southeast
Asia. After centuries of colonization by the Europeans, the
Japanese had shown the Europeans to be as vulnerable as
anyone else. This, coupled with a lack of European power in the
area immediately after war, gave the people of Southeast Asia
the courage to try and claim their destiny for their own. The
Europeans were not able to adjust to these new circumstances
and were not about to give up their old territories without a fight.
The men of the Southeast Asia Command were caught in the
middle. It was impossible to please both sides, and in any case,
they had a military mission of their own to accomplish.

This paper examines the short period of time from 15
August, 1945, when the Japanese announced their surrender,
until SEAC’s deactivation on 30 November, 1946. During this
time the world not only made the transition from war to peace,
but it also changed to a new world order. All the governments,
though especially the United States and Britain, were slow to
adjust, and they often were confused. It was the men on the
spot who had to make the important decisions, usually with little
guidance from higher authorities.

The purpose of this paper is to examine how SEAC carried
out its mission of providing law and order in Southeast Asia
immeciately after the war. It is not my intention to provide an in-
depth history of all the events that occurred, but rather to




demonstrate that many of the problems SEAC faced are common
to the problem of providing law and order by the military. Under
normal circumstances law and order is provided by police forces.
In most of Southeast Asia in 1945 there was no police force: it
was the soldiers of SEAC who were responsible. Since providing
law and order is not what a soldier is trained to do, there were
many problems. These problems were greatly complicated by
having numerous governments involved as well as world wide
attention thrust upon them.

| have divided the material in this paper into four areas. The
first one concerns the external limitations that affected SEAC's
ability to accomplish its mission. The United States was the
major problem. The U.S. refused to issue a definite policy
regarding the returning European colonial authorities. Since the
US controlled the shipping and was the prime supplier of material
they greatly affected SEAC. Shipping, in all aspects, was
another problem for SEAC. SEAC couid not contro! the
deployment of French and Dutch forces from Europe to the East,
thus they were saddled with the additional duties of carrying out
civil administration directed by a foreign government until they
were relieved by those governments. Meanwhile, within SEAC
the shipping resources were grossly inadequate and continually
caused them to change their plans. The last major external
factor affecting SEAC was the British government's decision tu
reduce the tour of duty for SEAC soldiers. Not only did this




deprive SEAC of some of their most experienced soldiers, but it
caused a further imbalance in the British-to-Indian composition of
the troops and further tightened the shipping situation.

The second area examines how SEAC carried out its mission
in French Indochina. For purposes of this paper oniy the
Vietnamese territory south of the 16th parallel will be considered,
as that was the only area of Indochina for which SEAC was
responsible. This will highlight the problems of lack of definite
guidance and shows what the soldiers had to ccntend with when
dealing with a civilian revolt.

The third area examines the problems SEAC faced in trying
to accomplish its mission in the Netherlands East Indies. |
concern myself here with Java, since most of the problems
occurred there. SEAC was greatly hamstrung by lack of
guidance from London. Often they had to make decisions on the
spot and worry about political repercussions later. There were
also the problems of their frustration in facing an enemy that
would not stand up and fight. At one point these frustrations
were relieved in a distinctly unacceptable way.

The last area examines the differences between the police
and the military. Only in extreme cases are the military given a
law and order mission and this causes problems not only for the
area assigned to the military, but for the military and politicians
as well. Soldiers are trained to kill the enemy, not apprehend

civilian criminals. Because providing law and order is a special




situation for the military, definite guidance must be provided to
them. In particular, the military must be told the maximum
amount of force they can use, approximately how long they will
be in charge, who is responsible for giving them orders as to
what type of law they are enforcing, and lastly, who is going tc

relieve them.




CHAPTER 1

MAJOR CONSTRAINTS ON SEAC

Any time the military is called in to perform a law and order
type of mission there are serious problems. Often tiines the
military is unprepared, or at ieast underprepared. SEAC suffered
from shortcomings in almost all areas. In order to understand the
great handicaps they were suifering under, as weil as their
successes and failures, | will txamine the three major
shortcomings that were beyor.d their control: vacillating United
States policy, grossly inadequate shipping capabilities, and
Operation Python. Alf three of these problems were politicai in
nature and beyond SEAC's ability to influence despite SEAC's
repeated attempts.

United States Policy

The United States was in th2 *¢st position to influence
events in Southeast Asia immediately after the war. They held
control of allied shipping and they were sole provider of war
materiel through the lernd-lease program, Unfortunately not only
did they rot provide adequate leadership in this area, they

created consta:it confusion and indirectly added to the chaos.




Historically the 1nited Staies was very anticolonial. Being
geographically, economically, and politically isolated from both
the colonial pewers and tf '~ ~olonies, the US could espcuse its
liberal doctrine of & me - h.. ~, rreated equal; life, liberty and the
pursuit of happiness; ot 0.2 1 one vote; and it did not have to
worry about any ramificati. as from those pious pronouncements.
The policy paper prepared ... tte Dapartment of State, 22 June,
1945, started; “... the trad tional American belief in the right of
all peoples to indeper !ence.”' In most discussions of colonialism
the Americans were quick to point out *heir policy on the
Philippines, ““the ideal Asian Prlicy.” The Tvdings-McDuffie Act
of 1934 gave the Philippines control of their internal
administration and promised independence by 7 946. This was
held up as the example that all should foilow.

At the bey .mning of the war there was a substantial number
of Americans who thought that Britain had somehow tricked
America into joining the war. A survey conducted by the United
States Office of War Information concluded, “About 40 per cent
of Americans think that the British got us into the war, and a
slightly smaller percentage believe that the British will try to get
us to do most of the fighting.””2 Winston Churchili, as the best-

known Briton in America, did not always help to allay that

1 Foreign Relations of the United States, 1945, Vol V!, 'Nashington:
Government Printing Office, 1965), p. 558.

2 Christopher Thorne, Allies of a Kind (New York: Oxford University
Press,1978), p. 146.




feeling. His often-quoted remarks; “l have not become the
King's First iMinister to preside cver the liquidation of the British
Empire,’’® and after the attack on Pear} Harba ; "t have dreamed
of, aimed at and weorked for . . .Arnerican involvement"4 lent
credence to the belief that America was fighting to save
colcnialism, not injustice.

Another ot the moral issues that surfz.ed from throughout
the war, and after it, was the Atlantic Cha.ter, ¢igned by
Roosevelt and Churchill. The third article reads, “They respect
the right of all peoples to choose the form of government under
which they will live.””s There are several key points about the
Charter. First, it was issued as a press release, not as a forma!
document. As the war progressed almost every leader on the
Allied side either £'qned it, or at least agreed to it in principle, and
it gained in importance with each signature. Second. it was
signed on 14 August 1941, well before America enterec the war
and before the problems of tiie colonies in Southeast Asia had
started. Churchill foresaw the problems that would arise if this
press release was applied to areas outside of Europe. Despite
Roosevelt’s desire t¢ end discriminatory practices in the postwar
era, the British insisted on adding; “due respect for ... existing

obligations.” This was a catchall phrase that allowed the

3 New York Times, 11 November, 1942.
4 New York Times, 16 February, 1942.
5 New York Times, 15 August, 1941, p. 1
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Europeans to claim that the Charter applied to them, but that
application meant that they were to remain as colonizers. In
early September Churchill further clarified it by declaring in the
House of Commons, “At the Atlantic meeting, we had in mind,
primarily, the restoration uf the sovereignty, self-government, and
national life of the States and Nations of Europe now under the
Nazi yoke.”’8 Although the British, and tre other colonial powers,
would continue to maintain that line throughout the war and
after, they had to continuously modify exactly what the Charter
really meant.

President Rocsevelt was never slow to point out the faults
of colonialism, especially those of the French in Indochina.
“France has had the country ... for nzasly one hundred years and
the people are worse off than they were at the beginning.”7 He
continuously held the position that France should not rule
Indochina after the war. In a memorandum to Secretary of State
Hull on 24 January 1945, Roosevelt again emphasized his belief:
“...it lis] perfectly true that | [havel, for over a year, expressed
the opinion that Indochina should not go back to France”¢ In
general the issue of French colonialism was a major problem
throughout the war and the French seldom helped their cause.

The French were not invited to th< ‘ralta Conference. On his

6 Great Britain, Parliamentary Debates, Vol. 374, p. 67-69.

7 John J. Sbrega, Anglo-American Relations and Colonialisrn in East Asia
(New York: Garland Publishing, Inc., 1983), p. 98.

8 FRUS, 12¢+4, vol lll, p. 773.
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way home from that conference, President Roosevelt stopped in

Paris, but General de Gaulle refused to see him.

There was also considerable American mistrust towards the
British. It was felt by some that they were pursuing a policy of
having American blood spilled so that they could regain their
colonies. An OSS report concluded, “It would appear that the
strategy of the British, Dutch and French is to win back and
control Southeast Asia, making the fullest possible use of
American resources, but foreclosing the Americans from any
voice in policy matters.””® Of the three colonial powers, the
Dutch were the only ones who seemed to avoid most of the
criticism. This was probably due more to a personal preference
on President Roosevelt’s part than anything else. The Dutch also
helped blunt any criticism when Queen Wilhelmina promised
future reforms for the Netherlands East Indies in a speech on 6
December, 1942. This speech offered nothing concrete, but it
sounded good and played well in Washington.

Opposing the moralistic anticolonial component in America's
foreign policy in Southeast Asia, were two pragmatic issues.
First, near the end of the war, America was beginning to perceive
the Soviet Union as its greatest postwar threat. Although
nothing was said publicly, Washington's actions started showing

a distinct questioning of Soviet intentions. Two examples of this

9 Donovan to FDR, 27, Oct. 1944, Roosevelt Papers, PSF box 167, as
quoted inThorne p. 594.
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rethinking of American policy can be seen by the holding up of a
$10 million loan to the Soviet Union in April 19451 and the fact
that during the Potsdam conference the US told Britain about the
atomic bomb, Truman even personally told Mountbatten, but it
was kept a secret from the Russians. Throughout the
administration a feeling was developing that only with a strong
Europe could America keep the peace. The policy paper
prepared by the Department of State on 22 June, 1945 states:
“The United States Government may properly continue to state
the political principle which has frequently announced, that
dependent peoples should ... achieve an increased measure of
self-government, but it should avoid any course of action which
would seriously impair the unity of the major United Nations.” 1!
Independence for the colonies was fine as long as it was not
going to be a communist independence. The second issue
involved the Japanese-mandated islands; the Marianas, the
Carolines, and the Marshalls. For strategic reasons the
Departments of War and Navy were strongly in favor of keeping
them under American control after the war.'2 The State
Department, in response to the Yalta agreements concerning
dependant territories, drafted several proposals for the United

Nations. A compromise was worked out by which certain areas

10 FDR to WSC, 11 March and 6 April 1945, Roosevelt Papers, MR box 7;
Woodward 1il, 515 as quoted in Thorne p. 499.

11 FRUS, 1945, vol VI, p. 558.

12 Thorne, p. 597.
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were considered to be of such strategic importance that the
Security Council, and not the General Assembly, would exercise
authority over them. The conflict then arose as to how the US
could claim that its interests in those islands were of great
strategic value while the European interests in their former
colonies were not. The proposal presented by the United States
was written on the train enroute to the United Nations, yet
another example of the lack of concern and planning by the
United States for the postwar era.

American policy was contradictory. There was a conflict
between its lofty moral standards and its pragmatic leanings.
This problem continued to linger because, other than the
Philippines, America had no dealings in Southeast Asia. The US
was not threatened by any loss there and so there was no sense
of urgency to motivate the development of a consistent and
comprehensive policy. It was not until the pressure coming from
the communist takeover of China in 1949 that American foreign
policy regarding Southeast Asia would start to develop.

Eventually the US government attempted to skirt the issue
by focusing entirely on the war. President Roosevelt told his new
Secretary of State on New Year's Day, 1945; "l still do not
want to get mixed up in any Indo-China decision. It is a matter

for postwar."13 The ultimate expression of this indecisiveness

13 Sbrega, p. 112.




13

came in 1945, when France pushed hard to join the war against
Japan. After many months of delay by President Roosevelt,
President Truman attempted to side-step the issue by pushing the
decision off to the Joint Chiefs of Staff. They, in turn pushed it
off to General MacArthur.'4 Gen. MacArthur was well aware of
the political implications and justified his decision strictly on the
military merits of the situation. Although this was not the first
time in history that a general made a political decision, it clearly
demonstrated the lack of Washington's resolve concerning
Southeast Asia.

Even after America had decided to accept the
reestablishment of colonial rule in Southeast Asia, the US
continued to muddle its way through and caused constant
confusion. War equipment and shipping were still under United
States control. The war had virtually destroyed Europe while the
United States was never seriously threatened. Therefore, almost
every piece of military hardware came from the United States.
President Truman had tightened the criteria for lend-lease
equipment by restricting it to ""that which is to be used in the
war against Japan, and not for any other purpose.”s The British,

and especially the French and Dutch, were greatly affected by

14 "The President said that it is his policy to leave to the Commander-in-
Chief in the field matters relating to the conduct of the war” as stated in a
memorandum by the Director of the Office of European Aifairs to the
State-War-Navy Coordinating Committee, May 23, 1945.

15 FRUS, 1945, vol VI, p. 456.
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this decision. Already by October 1943 Britain was dependent
on the United States for 100 per cent of its 10 ton trucks, 100
per cent of its transport aircraft, 88 per cent of its landing craft,
and over 50 per cent of all heavy military hardware such as tanks
and self-propelled howitzers.18 In the end, the United States had
to modify its policy to accommodate the returning colonial
powers.

if the lend-lease program had really been eliminated on 15
August 1945, it is very unlikely that the Dutch or French could
have returned to their former colonies. As it was, their return
was slow and sporadic because of directionless American policy.
This indecisiveness on the part of the United States was
confusing even to the people involved. At the end of August
1945, Max Bishop, Secretary of the American Commission at
New Delhi, requested Washington's guidance on American policy
toward the return of French rule in Indochina. The reply sums up

the American position:

US has no thought of opposing the reestablishment of
French control in Indochina and no official statement by
US GOVT has questioned even by implication French
sovereignty over Indochina. However, it is not the policy
of this GOVT to assist the French to reestablish their
control over Indochina by force and the willingness of the
US to see French control reestablished assumes that

6 Thorn, p. 138.
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French clai» to have the support of the population of
Indochina is orne out by future events.?

Shipping Constraints

Shipping was another major problem for SEAC. It was a
two-headed snake: first, the external shipping needed to move
the French and Dutch troops from Europe to Southeast Asia, and
second, the internal shipping needed for mission accomplishment
within the theater of operations. Both these issues troubled
SEAC until its deactivation.

External shipping was mostly beyond SEAC’s control. At
the beginning of the war the allies pooled all their shipping
resources. No one objected to this arrangement until Germany
was defeated. At that time everyone, especially the Dutch,
wanted their ships back. For the Europeans, the war against
Germany was always the real war, while few followed events in
Southeast Asia. Although Britain had colonies in Southeast Asia
and had suffered defeats there, only thirty thousand British
servicemen died in the war against Japan, as compared to two
hundred and thirty-five thousand in the war against Germany.
The United States, on the other hand, had always maintained
that this was a global war. Until Japan was defeated the war

continued. Further compounding the shipping issue were the

7 Telegram No. 657, dated August 30, 1945, from the Secretary of State
to the American Mission at New Delhi; as quoted by Allan W, Cameron,
Viet-Nam Crisis, a documentary History, vol | {Ithaca, New York: Cornell
University Press, 1971), p. 51.
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Americans returning home from Europe and the American shift of
effort to the Far East. Since the only way to move French and
Dutch troops to the Far East was to delay American movements,
the Europeans had to wait. Hence the British would have to
remain in place until properly relieved. This caused the British to
take on additional responsibilities that they were not equipped to
handle and did not plan for properly.

SEAC was equally hamstrung by internal shipping
limitations. Shipping was needed for three primary purposes.
First, it was needed to move British troops to the various areas to
accomplish their mission. This, by itself, was no minor task, as
the distance from west to east of SEAC's territory was the same
as from Dublin to Moscow. Second, shipping was needed for
movement of RAPWI and returning the Japanese to Japan.
Third, there was a critical shortage of food and medicine
throughout most of the region. Obviously, for humanitarian
reasons, these sufferings had to be alleviated as quickly as
possible. Additionally, the Europeans, especially the British, felt
that they had been cheated out of a real victory over Japan by
the atomic bomb, and so this humanitarian aid also helped
demonstrate that the Europeans were still a powerful force.

SEAC had precious little shipping assets at the end of the

war.'® There were fifty-two personnel ships with a trooping

'8 For a detailed account of this see Rajendra Singh, Post-War Occupation
Forces: Japan and South East Asia (New Dehli: Orient Longmans, 1958).
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capacity of 85,000.'® Since many of the RAPWIs wers in very
poor condition, these ships could not be embarked at full trooping

capacity. The following guidelines were used:

Cabins...cviveviiiiinecenennne, 100 per cent of normal
Standees........oveveininene, 70 per cent of normal
TroopdecK......covvevinenn. 50 to 60 per cent of normal

Figure 1. Trooping capacity for internal shipring.
[SOURCE: Rajendra Singh, Post-War Occupation Forces:
Japan and South East Asia, (Orient Longmans, New Dehili,
1958) p. 183.]

Shipping assets from Japan and Southeast Asian countries
also were not readily available. At the beginning of the war
Japan had about six million tons of merchant shipping. Despite
3.3 million tons of construction and the capture by conquest of
800,000 tons, by August 1945 the country was down to 1.8
million tons, which was mostly small vessels.

Added to this crucial problem was the almost total lack of
information about SEAC’s area of responsibilities. Cn 24 July,
1945, at the Potsdam Conference, Mountbatten was told that his
area of operations would now include the rest of the Netherlands
East Indies and French Indochina south of the 16th parallel with
an effective date of 15 August, 1945. There was very little time
available for planning as three weeks after Mountbatten was

informed, Japan announced its surrender. As an example of the

19 |bid., p. 181.
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problems faced by SEAC in this period, consider the differences

between the planning figures about RAPWIs and their final

totals:20

Table 1. Estimates and Actual totals of Allied Prisoners of War
and '~ternees in SEAC's area of responsibility

Country Estimated | Estimated | Estimated | Actual
Prisoners | Internees Total Total
Burma 1,100 102 1,202 ¥
Siam 28,639 171 28,810 ¥
Singapore 13,000 3,334 16,334 *
Island
Malaya 3,940 3,940 ¥
French 6,150 35 6,185 ¥
Indochina
Sumatra 7,700 1,700 9,400 21,000
Java 27,000 28,840 55,840| 89,000
Total 87,529 34,182 121,711 | 206,575
¥ The exact number at these locations is unknown, but their
figures are included in the total.

{SOURCE: compiled from: Vice-Admiral the Earl Mountbatten of
Burma, Post-Surrender Tasks: Section E of the Report to the
Combined Chiefs of Staff by the Supreme Allied Commander,
Southeast Asia, 1943-1945 (London, 1969), p. 282, and
Rajendra Singh, Post-War Occupation Forces: Japan and South
East Asia (New Dehli: Orient Longmans, 1958) p. 173]

20 Ibid., p. 174.
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Map 1. Area added by Potsdam Conference to SEAC. [SOURCE:
Peter Dennis, Troubled days of peace (New York: St. Martin's
Press, 1987), p. 18]

The prisoners and internees were scattered throughout the
area, and at the time of surrender, there were 227 known camps.
The shipping crisis worsened because each ship leaving for
Europe with former prisoners of war never returned to the SEAC
area. Added to the European total were 245,000 displaced Asian
persons throughout the region. All of these persons were in
great need of food, clothing, and medicine. At the bottom of the
list of priorities, but by far the largest number of people to move,

were the Japanese. In the end there were nearly three quarters
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of a million Japanese troops, and support personnel, that needed
to be repatriated to their homelands.

Despite the desire to accomplish their military mission as
soon as possible (after all, the war was over and everyone
wanted to go home), there were two additional shortcomings
involving shipping that affected SEAC. First, with the exception
of Siam and southern Vietnam, there was a shortage of food
bordering on starvation.

Every effort was made to alleviate the problem, but
allocating shipping for movement of food and other supplies
slowed down the troop movements, and hence, mission
accomplishment. As Mountbatten stated in his final report, “I
was finding it necessary to make drastic cuts in planned
movements in order to meet the shipping scarcity.””2" Second,
the shipping infrastructure was in shambles. There were no
tugboats or buoys, and most of the harbors were so silted up
that they could not be used until they were dredged, and most
were mined. Not only were the facilities in great need of repair,
but trained operators were in short supply. The situation facing

SEAC in Singapore is typical:

21 Vice-Admiral the Earl Moutbatten of Burma, Post-Surrender Tasks:

Section E of the Report to the Combined Chiefs of Staff by the Supreme
Allied Commander, Southeast Asia, 1943-1945 (Londor, 1969), p. 285.
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The peace-time organization for sperating and managing
the port was entirely absent; and in the early stages,
repairs to port facilities had to be carried out entirely by
military forces-while the port of Singapore itself was
entirely operated by Service transportation units and
personnel.22

As a result, the great efforts by SEAC did not have a major
impact on most of Southeast Asia, althocugh, “actual starvation
was prevented.”’23

Operation Python

SEAC was further hampered by the actions of the British
government. With the defeat of Germany and an election in
Britain approaching, on June 6, 1945, the government
announced that the tour of military duty in SEAC was shortened
from four yesars to three years eight months, a policy called
Operation Python. This meant the loss of 32,300 of the most
experienced men in SEAC.2¢ Furthermore, not only did the
returning of these men complicate the already tight shippirg
situation, but it had a negative effect on the morale of those who
had to stay and complete the mission. Mountbatten protested,
"The officers and men who get home earlier ... will presumably

be delighted, but the million odd men in the Navy, Army and Air

22 |bid., p. 285.

23 |bid., p. 284.

24 Philip Ziegler, Mountbatten: the Official Biography (London: William
Collins Sons and Co. Ltd. , 1985), p. 298.
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Forces ... who are now condemned to inactivity will moulder and
rot.”'2s

SEAC's political problems were not confined only to the
home front. Britain was stuck defending and supporting the
French and the Dutch because of their common interast in
colonial possessions. In the case of the French this was as much
a result of the rebuff they were receiving from America as of a
definite need on the part of the British. The British policy, as
approved in February 1944, made two strong arguments for
supporting the French in Indochina. First, a strong France was
needed as a buffer against any fi'ture rearmed Germany -- “... a
friendly and prosperous France is a strategic necessity to the
Commonwealth and Empire as a whole ... To deprive France of
her economic stake in Indochina would weaken her severely.’’26
A second issue was that Indochina was a key to the security of
the region. Since France would not be strong enough to properly
defend it for some time after the war, Britain would help, and
thus obtain some key port rights in the process. The Dutch also
started moving towards the British as their protector, but were
suspicious of British motives. The British worked hard to allay
those fears; Churchill even commented to the Dutch Prime

Minister, ““that he was going to stand up for the Dutch Empire

25 |bid., p. 298.
26 WP(44)111, CAB 66/47; Cab, 24 Feb. 1944 as quoted in Thorne, p.
466.
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after the war.”2? The issues began having direct effect on SEAC
after 15 Auguist when the Japanese anriounced their surrender
and the new territory was added to SEAC. SEAC was now
completely responsible for all colonial areas in Southeast Asia,
except Indochina north of the 16th parallel.

Timing caused a major problem. The decision to transfer
the new area to SEAC was made at the Potsdam conference in
July 1945, which was only eleven weeks after Germany had
surrendered. Three weeks later Japan surrendered. The British
government did not fully realize the political problems associated
with the expanded territory28, and even if they had, there was
very little time to come to grips with them. In thez end, events
quickly overcame all pians and many political decisions were
made by the men o the scene: the military. Political agreements
were made post-facte with the French and Dutch.

Conclusion. SEAC never gave serious attention to what
would happer: siter the war. Perhaps before SEAC had defeated
the Japanese sn Burma they might still have nad doubts whether

Japan could have been defeated, but ceitaily not after. This

27 FO 371, files 41726 and 41627; WSC note, 11 Feb. 1944, PREM 3,
326, as quoted in Thorne, p. 460.

28 That is not to say they left this topic unattended. Yet it was not until
10 October 1945 that Britain and France signed an agreement that fully
accepted the return of France to Indochina - over a month after the British
started occupying it. The Dutch had signed an agreement with the
American command over the re-installation of Dutch civil administration in
the conquered areas, but a sim¥~- arrangement with SEAC had to be
worked out in a hurry when Japan surrendered.
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lack of planning was especially detrimental as most of the
problems they faced were political in nature. The vacillating
American policy on the return of European colonial control
affected not only any possible support from the US, but also their
control of shipping assets had a direct impact on SEAC's
mission. All of this was well known, but no planning was done
on how this could affect SEAC. Internal shipping capabilities
were abysmally inadequate for the task at hand. It is astonishing
that SEAC was able to accomplish anything at all with what was
at hand. The only saving grace for SEAC was that by the end of
the war the more responsible positions were filled by the more
talented personnel who had had at least three years of
experience. If the same situation had occurred when SEAC had
first been activated the outcome would have been a disaster.
Lastly, the allied composition of SEAC was anemic at best. This
continued until SEAC's deactivation and forced SEAC to make

international political decisions, often without knowledge of the

other parties involved.




CHAPTER 2

THE PROBLEM IN SOUTHEAST ASIA

As stated earlier, SEAC was given control of most of
Southeast Asia the day Japan announced its surrender. It faced
problems on a scale that had never been encountered before: an
ill-defined mission, poor communications, little or no information
on the areas it was in charge of, and political pressures of a
global scale. Overall they did a fairly good job. Hindsight, of
course, shows us all sorts of alternatives that probably would
have worked better, but the record shows that the men in charge
tried to make the best choices, and usually succeeded.

The plan originally was for SEAC to conquer Southeast Asia
piecemeal. When the Japanese suddenly announced their
surrender, not only did the mission change immediately from
conquest to occupation, but, on the same day, SEAC's
boundaries expanded. Although the mission changed, SEAC
received almost no guidance. Admiral Mountbatten instructed his
staff on what he viewed as the priorities. The following is the

list of tasks assigned to the commands:
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a. Disarm and concentrate all Japanese forces;

b. Protect, succor and subsequently evacuate Allied

prisoners of war.

Establish and maintain law and order.

. Introduce food and other civil supplies.

e. Set up the appropriate civil administration in accordance
with the wishes of the people, if possible, but
consistently with the honour and dignity of the 'nited
Nations, everywhere without exce